Chapter XII
BELGIUM, A COUNTRY CREATED BY SCRAPS OF
PAPER
IHE modern kingdom of the Belgians consists of three parts:
the plain of Flanders along-the shores of the North Sea, the low
plateau between Flanders and the uplands of the east, rich in iron
and coal, and the Ardennes upland of the east, through which the
Meuse flows in pleasant curves, bound for the marshes of the Low
Countries a short distance further towards the north.
The iron and coal deposits centring around the cities of Liege,
Charleroi, and Mons (the Great War had a strange habit of
bringing the names of coal and iron cities to the front pages of
our newspapers) are so plentiful that probably Belgium will be able
to provide the world with those two necessities of modern life for
long to come although the mines become increasingly difficult to
work.
But this country, blessed with what the Germans so often call
the * heavy industry,' has curiously enough no good modern
harbours of its own. The coast along the Channel, shallow and
protected by a most complicated arrangement of sandbanks and
shallow places, has no ports worthy of the name. The Belgians
have dug artificial harbours in Ostend and Zeebragge and
Nieuwport, but Antwerp, her most important harbour, lies forty
miles distant from the North Sea, and the river Scheldt for the last
thirty miles of its course runs through Dutch territory, a slightly
absurd arrangement and one which might be called * unnatural'
from a geographic point of view but unavoidable in a world ruled
by scraps of paper signed by delegates to solemn inter-
national conferences. As however Belgium Is a country that was
the direct outcome of a number of such conferences, we ought
to know something about the historical antecedents that faced their